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Abstract
Interdisciplinarity broadens urban planning praxis and simultaneously deepens how urban research unfurls. Indeed, this
breadth and depth diverges and converges the understanding of current and popular concepts such as temporary use
(TU)—also recognized as short-term or temporally undefined use of space. Through a meta-research, or research about
research approach employing socio-semiotics and bibliometric analyses for the first time in relation to TU, I clarify the
increasing scholarly attention to urban interventions by asking: How are urban scholars communicating the TU discourse?
A socio-semiotic framework helps unpack the production of meanings as well as symbols channeled through the schol-
arly institutionalization of TU. Supporting this, I use bibliometric analyses to explicate the production and reproduction of
meaning through keywords and citation networks in research literature. This study illuminates epistemological activities
and reflects on directions tied to our understanding and articulation of a potential ‘Temporary Turn’ in theory and practice.
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1. Introduction

Attention for temporary use (TU) grows and is marked
by studies that consistently highlight how TU is lever-
aged for transformation (Martin, Hincks, & Deas, 2020).
Recently, some outline a ‘temporary turn’ in urban
research as well (Stillwagon & Ghaziani, 2019, p. 875).
Motivated by this prospect, I look to the production
of meanings in urban scholarship that steer current
research orientations and ask: How are urban scholars
communicating the TU discourse? One benefit of this
pursuit is that it facilitates themomentary stock-taking of
urban research on TU. Another benefit is that this builds
on studies uncovering trends for the topic in urban plan-
ning literature (Stevens, 2018), policy (Honeck, 2018),
and media discourses (Matoga, 2019b). Since the estab-
lishment of TU as a topic in scholarship, networked col-
laborations (Galdini, 2020; Stevens, 2018) or mobile and
informal policies (Liu, 2017) continue to promulgate its

relevance. This is also reflected by an ascending number
of publications counts (see Figure 1) and thus invites bet-
ter nuanced sensitivity towards the symbols and dynam-
ics between practice and theory that support this trend.
To set off on this task, I define TU by drawing on Bishop
and William’s (2012) identification of uses as well as
interventions intended for short or undefined periods of
time (see also Galdini, 2020; Kim, 2019; Vallance, Dupuis,
Thorns, & Edwards, 2017).

Change-oriented intentions facilitated through TU
evolve and are expressed in scholarship through a
breadth of contexts. Since western European policy dis-
courses in the 1990s introduced TU to address economic
restructuring, deindustrialization and urban shrinkage
(Colomb, 2012), the circumstances for TU have expanded
to include creative cultures (Andres & Golubchikov,
2016), policy innovations (Honeck, 2017), design and
activism (Tardiveau & Mallo, 2014) resilience (Chang,
2018) as well as post-disaster recovery and commons
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Annual Scientific Production

Figure 1. The increase in literature featuring ‘temporary use’ from 1997 until 2020. This visualizes the climbing number of
publications per year containing terms from the search query: (“temporary” OR “interim”) AND (“use” OR “urbanism” OR
“intervention” OR “design”) AND including (“urban” OR “city” OR “town” OR “metrop*” OR “municipal*”). Years without
publications are excluded for visual optimization.

(Dombroski, Diprose, & Boles, 2019). These shifts in
praxis and policy position TU on a spectrum that extends
from provisional responses in poorly performing cities
to instruments leveraging time in neoliberal but also
narrowly construed realms (Demailly & Darly, 2017;
LaFrombois, 2017; Wesener, 2018). In parallel, this spec-
trum is continually propped up by an emerging logo-
machy of labels for TU; these undermine clarity for
those trying to make sense of the topic (Matoga, 2019a).
A potential way to reduce confusion and explain the
increasingly numerous and variegated accounts for TU
is to frame its discourse semiotically as an “articula-
tion of ideology with settlement space” (Gottdiener,
1984, p. 101). This means that we must recognize how
words and ways to articulate scholarship are “linguis-
tic constructs,” scaffolding abstract definitions or value-
laden explanations for urban phenomena (Ledrut, 1986a,

pp. 221–222). These may also help clarify a perspec-
tive on a ‘Temporary Turn’ in urban studies and rele-
vant fields.

Semiotics, or the study of signs provides tools to high-
light and explicate how certain symbols result and layer
upon each other in the production of meaning (Li, 2017;
Ogden&Richards, 1966). The Semiotic Triangle (Figure 2)
delineates the relational production of meaning when a
phenomenon (identified as ‘referent’) is perceived (by a
‘signifier’) and interpreted (as a ‘signified’). These three
entities link to form the corners of the Semiotic Triangle;
together, they manifest the ‘signification process.’

Theorizing in a semiotic manner supports my telos
to reflect on how TU transcends from urban streets to
studies. More precisely, this is possible by identifying
and analyzing the mechanisms and dynamics with which
scholarship communicates TU as micro-level “actions

Signifier Referent

Signified

Figure 2. The Semiotic Triangle constituted relationally by the ‘referent,’ the ‘signifier,’ and the ‘signified.’

Urban Planning, 2021, Volume 6, Issue 1, Pages 133–145 134

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


and subjective intentions,” to aggregate in “macro-level
structures and objective meaning systems” (Li, 2017,
pp. 522–523). The following sections undertake this
research about research approach and pairs a socio-
semiotic framework with bibliometric analyses. Up to
date, this is unprecedented in relation to the topic of TU.
This adds to few scholarly reviews of TU literature that
currently include qualitative content analyses in empir-
ical and policy studies (Stevens, 2018), discourse analy-
ses (Honeck, 2017; Matoga, 2019b) and more common
typological reviews of case studies in practice (Bishop
& Williams, 2012; Bragaglia & Caruso, 2020; Oswalt,
Overmeyer, & Misselwitz, 2013).

2. Introducing a Socio-Semiotics Framework

From early on, semioticians drew from language and
communication studies to analyze signs. The reason
being was to understand their associated meanings and
how people, objects and the environment engage in
the production of signs along with their representations
(Ogden & Richards, 1966). As such, semiotics helps by
recognizing verbal husks, such as keywords, and dis-
tinguishing them from their given meanings. We dis-
cern this after we see how signifiers interpret spatial
referents by engaging in social processes of generat-
ing signifieds. This is emphasized visually through the
Semiotic Triangle. Signs, united with meanings, affect
and establish conceptual and emotional psychologies
through relational and social signification processes (Li,
2017). Urban planning research is no stranger to this
as demonstrated by comparable explications of topics
such as ‘urban practice’ through textual analyses (Remm,
2016) or ‘place’ through linguistic and cognitive analyses
(Möystad, 2018).

As a sub-method of semiotics, ‘socio-semiotics’ pro-
vides a tailored means to study signs specific to urban-
ity. This is because socio-semiotics foregrounds signi-
fication processes that relate to cities (Gottdiener &
Lagopoulos, 1986), thus lending itself well to the explica-
tion of TU discourses. A socio-semiotic framework builds
on urban semiotics by recognizing social interactions
(i.e., temporary activities) as well asmaterial objects (i.e.,
streets or buildings) as vehicles of signification processes;
moreover, signification processes are not only social but
can be ideological in quality (Gottdiener, 1984). Firstly,
socio-semiotics integrates explication through the “sci-
entific analysis of meaning in the urban environment”
(Gottdiener, 1984, p. 112). Secondly, this accepts that
many groups interpret urban life and generate “multi-
coded” urban space (Gottdiener, 1986, p. 207). Ideology,
in this case, is both context and mechanism in the pro-
duction of meanings and influences how certain sym-
bols dominate. As a result, the typology of socio-semiotic
modes for producing meaning are not only spatial (mate-
rial or environmental) and social (actor or activity) but
also ideological (conceptual or theoretical). Lastly, these
are interpreted both through arbitrary “readings” of the

environment as well as through analyses of documented
discourses (Gottdiener, 1984, p. 113).

2.1. Semiotic Triangle and Signification Processes

As introduced, the Semiotic Triangle is the primary tool to
deconstruct signs and meaning by positioning together
three fundamental mechanisms: the referent, the signi-
fier, and the signified. Researchers operationalize these
mechanisms when they perceive urban referents and
interpret them selectively as TU signifieds. For instance,
I do this when I observe a parking lot that is appropri-
ated by pedestrians and describe it as TU.When referring
to signifieds in scholarship, we can find them anchored
as keywords. Authors or citation indices suggest or cat-
egorize these keywords (Aria, Misuraca, & Spano, 2020).
Changes in keywords also superficially flag the stabiliza-
tion and fragmentation of scholarly discourses, such as
those relating to TU. In practice and reality, keywords
may refer directly to referents thatwe recognize as enact-
ing or interacting objects and phenomena. These often
are the source of what a signifier, such as a researcher,
communicates (in oral or written formats) to produce a
final signified (representation of meanings, ideas, and
experiences). Figure 3 illustrates the Semiotic Triangle
with respect to TU. Spatial referents are represented in
the bottom-right corner and could be temporary inter-
actions between actors or artefacts; examples of these
are flexible or modular installations such as appropri-
ated and carpeted parking lots for pedestrian use. These
active and social terms extend the inventory of spatial
and conventionally passive or material referents such
as ‘road’ or ‘tree.’ This is also a conceptual stretching
of what a referent is and highlights socio-spatial quali-
ties emphasized through socio-semiotics, while enhanc-
ing how we articulate spatial development.

In the bottom-left corner of the Semiotic Triangle
are signifiers. These are the individuals investigating or
engaging with referents. The resulting information they
generate or disseminate about temporary phenomenon
become coherent as symbolic concepts such as ‘TU.’ The
latter can be identified semiotically as signifieds that sit
at the top of the Semiotic Triangle. The linkage through
this third and meta-level mechanism to complete the
triangle is essential to the production of meaning chan-
neled through signification processes.

Signification processes are not always one-off events.
Sometimes, they build off each other through multi-
ple and sequential iterations, during which the mecha-
nisms of the Semiotic Triangle can switch positions. In
a first order of signification, referent, signifier and sig-
nified relate and generate a denotational sign based on
factual or physical perceptions and stimuli (Gottdiener,
1984; Li, 2017). The signs from this process have a “pri-
mary function”; these are real and indicative of utility
(Eco, 1986, p. 65). For example, we see this through
Indonesian civic initiatives converting parking lots into
parklets and claiming to engage in TU (Prawata, 2015).
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Figure 3. Semiotic Triangle and equivalent TU components.

The chain of signification processes, however, can con-
tinue at an abstract and connotative level to gener-
ate “secondary function” signs; these drive new, or dis-
tort established myths (Li, 2017, p. 526). Signs from
second order signification processes represent symboli-
cally and less functionally. In the case study by Prawata
(2015), TU is a representation of a second order sign
and also expressed as an instance of ‘Tactical Urbanism.’
The latter is a variant that potentially contests or super-
imposes itself on the former signified of ‘TU.’ Parklets
in this vignette are no longer just temporary phenom-
ena but place-making interventions that firstly drive
TU and secondly contest or distort its myth through

‘Tactical Urbanism.’ Figure 4 illustrates Prawata’s exam-
ple of these layered orders of the signification process.

2.2. Institutionalizing Myths through
Transfunctionalization

Both levels of signification involve the social produc-
tion of meanings and engage different social groups.
Returning to the parklet illustration, the first order of
signification involves citizens and designer activists as
signifiers. Whereas, the second order process involves
a different social group including the author and other
scholars who advance ‘Tactical Urbanism’ as an alterna-

Signifier Referent

Signified

TU

ParkletScholar Scholar TU

Tactical
Urbanism

Designer
Activist/
Citizen

Parklet

parking
lot

Second order signification process:

First order signification process:
i.e. Parklet (as a signified) is a denotational sign representing the functional utility in

converting parking spaces into pedestrian spaces

i.e. Parklet (as a referent) contributes to TU symbolically.
At the same time, it introduces Tactical Urbanism as a

variation and contestation of the TU symbol

Figure 4. Illustration of the first and second order of signification throughwhich ‘parklet’ as a semioticmechanism switches
positions, and ‘tactical urbanism’ is introduced as a variant of the ‘TU’ symbol.
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tive signified. Attending to each iteration of the significa-
tion process are diverse perspectives that shape new and
multiple meanings. As a result, interpretations abound
with signifieds as “mythical creatures, extremely impre-
cise, and at a certain point [becoming] the signifiers of
something else” (Barthes, 1986, p. 94). This character-
izes plural or polysemic qualities in symbols such as TU,
making them purposeful for many and yet increasingly
nebulous for all. Signifiers engaging in the production of
meaning can use these polysemic symbols as they see fit
by taking advantage of, and contributing to rich overlays
of ideological and second order signification processes
(Gottdiener, 2011). An interpretation of TU, in this light,
is that it metamorphoses unceasingly through a myriad
of symbolic keywords. This is a process of abstraction
(froma factual to functional symbol) and refraction (from
theory to diverse meta-analytical myths) in scholarship.
This is also a process of institutionalizing symbolic myths
that are not yet coherent at the ground level, unless a
symbol is explicitly articulated to create a new signified.
For instance, ‘TU’ might appear in policy publications
and thus progress a new symbol under the heading of
‘Tactical Urbanism’ for urban regeneration. Fortunately,
it is possible to tease this out in detailed content analyses
or through bibliometric techniques that analyse semiotic
relationships. These analytical methods make clear how
meanings and symbols aggregate in scholarship and are
facilitated by epistemic communities who refract, chan-
nel and network their own interpretations (De Bruijn &
Gerrits, 2018).

A socio-semiotic term for second order significa-
tion processes is ‘transfunctionalization’; through this,
“a distinction is made between the [immediate] use
of objects and [the] socially sustained use of the
object” (Gottdiener, 1985, p. 988; Krampen, 1979). The
basis of ‘transfunctionalization’ is social and ideologi-
cal. It re-creates meaning sourced from ideologies of
diverse epistemic communities. Figure 4, hints at this
for instance, and is confirmed by detailed examina-
tion of Prawata’s (2015) text, which draws upon the
urban design community and scholars to advance TU
as ‘Tactical Urbanism.’ Other parallel socio-semiotic pat-
terns can be drawn between TU and terms including but
not limited to ‘DIY Urbanism’ (Iveson, 2013), ‘Insurgent
Urbanism’ (Groth & Corijn, 2005) or ‘Austerity Urbanism’
(Gillespie, Hardy, & Watt, 2018). These underline how
mythical ideas build and layer upon functional facts.
Understood this way, TU is just as much about the imme-
diate and functional activities on a vacant site as it is
the summation of new TU symbols that now thrust us
towards a possible Temporary Turn in scholarship. Spatial
and social production of meaning propel and elevate
semantic symbols such as ‘parklet,’ which scholars inte-
grate into the reproduction of existing ideological con-
cepts such as TU, or the generation of new alternatives
such as ‘Tactical Urbanism.’ This also underscores a polit-
ical economic framing of how a Marxist approach to the
production of space (Lefebvre, 1996) and production of

knowledge in the Althusserian sense, influence the build-
ing environment through symbolic or socio-semiotic pro-
cesses (Gottdiener, 1984).

3. Methodology

In the previous sections, I introduced a socio-semiotic
framework to explicate TU as an institutionalizing and
polysemic concept. This results from spatial, social and
ideological processes. To support this, I use bibliomet-
rics to identify, summarize and visualize trends at a static
point in time (Aria & Cuccurullo, 2017). Bibliometrics is
useful for detecting shifts in scholarly discourses and con-
firming intuitive conclusions about scholarship develop-
ment and dissemination (Kirby, 2012). The findings from
these methods support the suggestion that signifieds
embodied in keywords, produce TU while challenging it
symbolically with new signifieds. These could reflect how
research orientations might attempt to balance and pur-
sue innovative narratives instead of re-enforcing stable
accounts (Stillwagon & Ghaziani, 2019). The pairing of
a socio-semiotic framing with bibliometrics to study TU
has not been conducted up to date. This extends the
range of bibliometric studies on urban topics such as
resilience (Meerow,Newell, & Stults, 2016), participation
(Certoma, Corsini, & Rizzi, 2015) and industrial districts
(Hervas-Oliver, Gonzalez, Caja, & Sempere-Ripoll, 2015).
Bibliometrics draws information from three types of indi-
cators: publication count, citations and impact factor, as
well as co-citation and co-word analysis. I queried these
meta-data information through Web of Science (estab-
lished by ISI/Thomson) by means of categorical combi-
nations of keywords that 1) either explicitly or implic-
itly refer to momentary temporality, while not adher-
ing to regular, linear nor strategic planning processes;
these relate to 2) functionality and form; and are sit-
uated within 3) urban areas. The queries consisted of:
(“temporary” OR “interim”) alongwith (“use” OR “urban-
ism” OR “intervention” OR “design”) in combination
with (“urban” OR “city” OR “town” OR “metrop*” OR
“municipal*”). The ‘*’ symbol denotes aword root, which
includes all words with the root in the query. I derived
an earlier version of this query from initial reviews of
publications on TU and finally expanded the query to
includemore spatial parameters, similar to other system-
atic reviews or bibliometric studies (De Bruijn & Gerrits,
2018; Meerow & Newell, 2015). The search queries
employed both ‘temporary’ and ‘interim’ as these repre-
sent the earliest modifying terms for ‘use’ in initial pub-
lications; they are also direct translations from terminol-
ogy in pioneering policies and instruments from mostly
German-speaking regions of Europe (Havemann& Schild,
2007; Rall & Haase, 2011; Stevens, 2018).

I ran an initial query in March 2019 and repeated a
second iteration in August 2020 to gauge for changes
in output. The second iteration of the query gener-
ated 4,842 documents (4,321 documents in first round).
From this, 4,568 (4,034 documents in first round)
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English documents remained that I filtered down to
518 (443 documents in first round) documents based
off urban planning relevant research categories. Since
English serves as the lingua franca for scholarly communi-
ties, the query excluded other languages. Eventually, 481
(358 documents in first round) documents in the form of
articles and proceeding papers remained, of which only
123 (119 documents in first round) were determined
manually, as relevant. After reviewing the final corpus
of documents (see the Supplementary File), analytical
insights generated through bibliometrics helped substan-
tiate my conceptual and socio-semiotic framing. Figure 5
visually breaks down the stepwise approach to the query
and filtering strategy.

The key source of information for my findings are
authors’ keywords and citations; the latter indicate inter-
est and recognition from other fellow scholars as well
as the usefulness and qualitative impacts of journals
(Archambault & Gagné, 2004). It is important to note
that citations as a proxy of quality favour older pub-
lications that have had more time to attract an audi-
ence (De Bruijn &Gerrits, 2018). Co-word and co-citation

analyses distinguish research activity through visualiza-
tions (Archambault & Gagné, 2004) and are applicable to
publication counts, citations, and impact factors; these
illustrate more nuanced relations within and between
research fields by identifying andmapping key or influen-
tial authors (Archambault & Gagné, 2004). I make use of
both co-citation and co-word analyses to illustrate influ-
ential authors as well as subject-relatedness and cluster-
ing of co-occurring terms in keywords, abstracts or full
texts. Cluster or semanticmaps help drawor confirm con-
clusions on emergent themes in research fields and visu-
alize relationships through patterns of centrality and den-
sity (Aria & Cuccurullo, 2017; Fu & Zhang, 2017). For the
analysis in this contribution I made use of the tool bib-
liometrix R-package and the Biblioshiny user interface,
which were developed with R language to support stan-
dard bibliometric workflows (Aria & Cuccurullo, 2017).

4. Evaluating a Temporary Turn

The results from the bibliometric analyses confirm an
increasing attention to, and variation in conceptualiz-

123 documents in 2020 (119 documents in 2019)

All documents not clearly relevant to TU were excluded. A manual
process of categorizing the centrality of TU on a scale of 1 to 4 was used
to determine the relevancy of the publications. This took into account
explicit and implied relationship to TU as well as contextual discussions
for TU.

The Web of Science (established by ISI/Thomson)
database was queried for categorical combinations
of keywords. These characterized temporary uses
not adhering to regular, linear nor strategic
planning processes in urban areas.

4,842 documents in 2020
(4,321 documents in 2019)

Search query terms: (((‘temporary’ OR ‘interim’)
AND (‘use’ OR ‘urbanism’ OR ‘intervention’ OR
‘design’) AND (‘*urban’ OR ‘*city’ OR ‘town’ OR

‘metrop*’ OR ‘municipal*’)))

Literature Query

4,568 documents in 2020 (4,034 documents in 2019)Other languages except for English (serves as lingua franca
in scholarship) were excluded.

Language Filtering

518 documents in 2020 (443 documents in 2019)

Categorical Filtering
Documents not included in the Web of Science categories of
‘urban studies’, ‘environmental studies’, ‘geography’,
‘architecture,’ ‘transportation’, ‘sociology’, ‘management’ or
‘regional urban planning’ were excluded.

481 documents in 2020 (358 in 2019)
All publications other than articles and proceeding papers were
excluded. These undergo minimum review standards and are
often considered accepted by the scholarship community
at large.

Publication Type Filtering

Manual Content Filtering

Figure 5. Breakdown of the stepwise approach to the literature search and filtering strategy.
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ing TU since 1997. Figure 1 is a first indication of
this. Along with publication counts, keyword dynamics
can also be analysed through bibliometrics. Figure 6
traces the keyword growth associated with TU from
2007 and on; established keywords may as well serve
as signifieds in this context. The analysis is generated
through the cumulate occurrences of keywords with
loess smoothing. At the surface, the keywords show how
TU institutionalized and now contends with new and
emerging signifieds. After 2011, new signifieds embod-
ied in ‘Temporary Urbanism’ and ‘Tactical Urbanism’
appear. Also, they are increasingly more common than
other keywords represented as modified ‘urbanisms’
(i.e., Austerity Urbanism, DIY Urbanism, etc.). Like TU,
the use of ‘Temporary Urbanism’ and ‘Tactical Urbanism’
is pronounced according to keyword growth, since they
achieved a minimum number of occurrences in order to
aggregate enough significance. Notwithstanding, a man-
ual content analysis substantiates that titular keywords
such as ‘Tactical Urbanism’ or ‘Temporary Urbanism’
often subsume other keyword variants in the publica-
tion texts. These include but are not limited to ‘grand
urbanism’ (Kassens-Noor, 2016), ‘DIY Urbanism’ (Talen,
2015) or ‘Pop-up Urbanism’ (Harris, 2015). ‘Temporary
Use’ and ‘Temporary Uses’ are still comparably popular;
most likely because they appear consistently in concert
with the signifieds ‘Temporary Urbanism’ and ‘Tactical
Urbanism’ as referent keywords. Only 53 out of the total
123 publications refer explicitly to TU as referents and
discuss TU centrally as a signifieds. The remaining 70 pub-
lications imply TU through referents such as structures
(Del Signore, 2017), interventions (Davis, 2008; Martini

& Ramaccini, 2016), experiments (Copley, Bowring, &
Abbott, 2015), spaces (McGlone, 2016; Muniandy, 2015)
or clusters (Comunian, 2017) that are temporary. What
is also inferred are distinct phases in scholarship; each
of these frame TU differently. A first phase prior to 2011
discusses TU through denotative or first-order significa-
tion processes. Let us recall that these processes result
in primary or functional symbols (Eco, 1986). The con-
tent analyses of earlier publications corroborate this as
they feature typological studies of TU that discuss ranges
and types of practices on the ground (Bishop &Williams,
2012; Groth & Corijn, 2005; Oswalt et al., 2013; Rall
& Haase, 2011). Accompanying this, ‘Temporary Uses’
often appears to characterize the diversity of the prag-
matic activities; these co-occur commonly with the key-
words ‘Temporary’ and ‘Design.’ In this phase, initial and
conceptual frameworks are presented. These are out-
comes from studies that investigate transitions in gov-
ernance or policy responses towards economic restruc-
turing (Rall & Haase, 2011), neoliberalization (Groth
& Corijn, 2005), or new forms of citizen engagement
(Centner, 2012). Few publications, however, focus on
TU through an entirely theoretical lens. Instead, the
majority of the publications refer to provisional, diverse
and utilitarian practices ormethods (Dinzey-Flores, 2007;
Havemann & Schild, 2007; Rian, Chang, Park, & Ahn,
2008; Schrooten, Coopman, & Kindt, 2007).

The latter and more recent phase in TU discourse
is comparatively abstract with diverging keywords. This
could signify the transfunctionalization of TU. There
is a visible ascension of ‘Temporary Urbanism’ and
‘Tactical Urbanism,’ while the discussion of TU broad-
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Figure 6. Growth of cumulative occurrences for top signifieds from titles, abstracts, and keywords, featuring topic of TU
from 2007 until 2020.

Urban Planning, 2021, Volume 6, Issue 1, Pages 133–145 139

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


ens to encompass general processes of urban trans-
formation (Nemeth & Langhorst, 2014; Szaton, 2018).
Put differently, the canvas for TU is expanding. What
is notable, however, is the foregrounding of booster-
ist strategies for place-making (Galdini, 2020; Rota &
Salone, 2014) that is repeated through other modes of
action including but not limited to entrepreneurialism
(Overdiek, 2018), creative cultures (Andres, 2013), or
mega-events (Ferreri, 2019; Kassens-Noor, 2016). More
prominently featured are also discussions on access to
(Dubeaux & Cunningham Sabot, 2018) and the financial-
ization of land through TU (O’Callaghan, Di Feliciantonio,
& Byrne, 2018). These confirm or reproduce narratives
and show that “urban space is not a simple container
of social processes, but the condensation of often con-
tentious group interactions”; these “[involve] signifying
practices as much as non-semiotic processes, such as
the class struggle at the place of work” (Gottdiener,
1986, p. 214). Political economic undertones sound and
connect the production of knowledge through socio-
semiotic processes with the built environment. At the
same time, a Temporary Turn in urban practice that is
catalyzed by socioeconomic pressures also reverberates
in urban scholarship. These are reproduced through few,
but prevailing TU signifieds that are nuancedwith similar
political and socioeconomic narratives.

Thematically, we can also discern this by mapping
500 of the most common and co-occurring keywords as
illustrated in Figure 7. Distinct cluster bubbles feature
the most common keyword in the cluster as the clus-
ter label. Bubble size indicates the proportion of cluster
word occurrences, and bubble location is a measure of

Callon centrality and density (Aria et al., 2020). The lat-
ter is helpful for revealing themes that are “emerging
or declining” (lower-left quadrant), “highly developed
and isolated” (upper-left quadrant), “motor themes”
(upper-right quadrant), and finally “basic and transver-
sal” or relevant to a specific domain and the diverse
research areas within a field (lower-right quadrant; Aria
et al., 2020, pp. 821–822).

The most relevant clusters for a socio-semiotic fram-
ing of a Temporary Turn are positioned in the quad-
rants to the right. In the lower-right quadrant, TU repre-
sents the biggest cluster and co-occurs most commonly
with 43 other keywords. ‘Temporary Urbanism’ follows
suit as the second biggest cluster and co-occurs com-
monly with 40 other keywords. In comparison, ‘Tactical
Urbanism’ is most weakly represented of the signifieds
by co-occurring commonly with 30 other keywords (refer
to SM.2 Breakdown of Thematic Map of the 500 Most
Common Co-Occurring Keywords and Keyword Clusters
in the Supplementary File for the full breakdown). The
location of TU signals its fundamental and cross-cutting
relevance. This affirms the status of TU as the more
established signified within the diverse research areas
of urban scholarship. In contrast, ‘Temporary Urbanism’
and ‘Tactical Urbanism’ are positioned towards the
upper-right quadrant of the thematic map. Their loca-
tions indicate a high degree of development and impor-
tance for urban studies. In comparison to ‘Temporary
Use’ however, there is not as high of a degree of interdis-
ciplinary relevance for all urban research fields. A finer
sweep of the co-occurring keywords show that ideologi-
cally or critically nuanced terms such as, but not limited
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Figure 7. Thematic map of the 500 most common co-occurring keyword. Notes: Clustering and sizes are in relation the
proportion of most common co-occurring words. Location determined by the Callon measure of density and centrality.
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to ‘utopia,’ ‘heterotopia,’ ‘spatial production,’ ‘planning
theory’ or ‘intersectional feminism’ do no occur often
with TU. In contrast, they populate the clusters for alter-
native signifieds for TU; this supports transfunctionaliza-
tion of TU through more recent and emerging signifieds.
This also reveals new constellations of signifieds, refer-
ents and signifying authors, which extend the theoriza-
tion of TU.

We need not stop here, however, as we can also
relate the transfunctionalization of TU to specific and
influential publications. Recall that the authors of the
publications are signifiers in the Semiotic Triangle who
shape the articulation and symbolisms of TU in rela-
tion to select referents. The historical citation network
in Figure 8 visualizes how scholars draw on preceding
contributions to cite earlier concepts and support new
ideas (full list is included in the Supplementary File under
SM.3 Historical Direct Citation Network of Most Cited
Publications). Socio-semiotically speaking and confirmed
through content analyses, these authors act as signifiers
and link to the signifieds mapped in Figure 7 (i.e., TU,
‘Temporary Urbanism,’ ‘Tactical Urbanism’). More recent
contributions drawon the earlier concept of TU to propel
new signifieds. At the same time, these also contribute to
the reiterative and layered transfunctionalization of TU.
These are patterned in different streams of citations with
varying historical and topical legacies.

The stream with the longest legacy dates back to
Groth and Corijn’s contribution from 2005. Their pub-
lication centrally discusses TU through ranges of activi-
ties in the context of socioeconomic changes by means
of multiple case studies. Further, it characterizes TU as
facilitating shifts in governance and land policy; while
newmeanings for the production of space are discussed,
‘Temporary Urbanism’ and ‘Tactical Urbanism’ as sig-
nifieds make no appearance (Groth & Corijn, 2005).

A second and denser stream of citations draw on mul-
tiple works. These discuss TU while also introducing
‘Temporary Urbanism’ and ‘Tactical Urbanism’ as alter-
native signifieds (Andres, 2013; Harris, 2015; Honeck,
2017; Madanipour, 2018; Nemeth & Langhorst, 2014;
Patti & Polyak, 2015; Tardiveau & Mallo, 2014; Vallance
et al., 2017). In addition, there is a divergence in the
methods of investigating TU in these later works. This
is evident in the range of case studies (they vary from
none to 11—the majority feature singular, in-depth case
studies), integration of theoretical and analytical frame-
works, inclusion of policy and discourse analyses, propo-
sition or prototyping for new designs and even encour-
agement for pedagogical activism. This strongly suggests
that TU is transfunctionalizing methodologically as well.
TU is no longer framed solely as a pragmatic signified,
but instead, understood through a plurality of meanings,
studied in a variety of manners, and entangled in signi-
fication processes that draw from diverse communities
and authors in scholarship. A Temporary Turn is reflected
in scholarship as it is in practice, but more importantly, it
is refracted through multiple socio-semiotic channels of
urban scholarship.

5. Discussion

The socio-semiotic framework and bibliometric analy-
ses that I present here delineate the early degrees
of a Temporary Turn in urban planning research that
transfunctionalizes TU. This shows how urban schol-
ars articulate multiple symbols alongside TU, such as
‘Temporary Urbanism’ and ‘Tactical Urbanism’, fuelling
what some might view as a boosterist, politics of signs
(Gottdiener, 1986). The epistemic culmination of this cap-
italizes on and entrenches “place-bundles” of meaning
through spatial, social and ideological processes (Zhang,

Figure 8. Historical direct citation network of most cited publications.
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2018, p. 92). These are “contentious and contingent…on
the ability of special interests to control the symbolic
interpretations of processual outcomes in everyday life”
(Gottdiener, 1986, p. 207). Urban scholars prioritize cer-
tain themes and represent these through their design of
the Semiotic Triangle and advancement of TU-relevant
signifieds. Depending on the narratives or inherited ide-
ologies, patterns in the selection of signified and refer-
ents can be uncovered. These punctuate historical and
scientific lines of inquiry, which we can trace through bib-
liometric methods. A socio-semiotic lens reveals that TU
is polysemic; it links and qualifies space, experience, and
ideology through many signification processes. These
also emphasize Ledrut’s claim that indirectly, “a city can
never be more or less significant, it can only signify dif-
ferently” (1986b, p. 115). Scholars, along with planners
and other participants in signification processes, amplify
and augment its meanings. In doing so uncritically, they
risk perpetuating similar narratives and missing out on
other symbolic realities or confounding TU discourse
with diverging symbols.

With this knowledge, future work should continue
to attend to TU and its symbolism, as is already being
carried forth by those who highlight weaknesses in
our understanding. Theoretically, this invites scholars to
craft narrativeswith greater consciousness on temporary
interventions by looking for new avenues to position and
produce meaning in space and discourse (LaFrombois,
2017). This also demands that urban scholars studying
TU look outwardly to find, scrutinize and integrate mean-
ing through alternative lenses. Whether these lenses are
angled, for example, through intersectionality to spot-
light referents still shadowed by our eagerness to focus
on exceptional practice (LaFrombois, 2017; Martin et al.,
2020) or culturally to consider romanticized policies and
antipathetic reactions (Bosák, Slach, Nováček, & Krtička,
2019; Honeck, 2018; Liu, 2017), there is still much work
to do on TU. We have yet to fully understand more com-
mon forms and symbols of TU (Martin, Deas, & Hincks,
2019) or explore the intersection of meanings, as is the
case with ‘T/T Urbanism’ that represents a “twofold con-
cept” (Stevens & Dovey, 2018, p. 324). Indeed our capac-
ity to “capture,” “uncover” and “control” the symbols
we communicate (Möystad, 2018, p. 48) about TU is still
green. Most likely, this means that TU requires further
study. There is place for this continued study in our jour-
nals, within our classrooms and even more so on our
streets as recent challenges with the pandemic continue
to heighten the immediate readiness for TU (Herman &
Rodgers, 2020).

Considering the recent normalization of TU through
pandemic-oriented policies and Covid-19 circumstances
(Herman & Rodgers, 2020), citizens, practitioners and
policy makers should also be made aware of the seman-
tic challenges and socio-semiotic confusion involved
with competing TU symbols. Certain social groups will
prefer a particular TU signified over another. How these
preferences finally present are often informed by the

policy and research that urban scholars and planners
perpetuate. In this light, the continuation of a critical
and conscious treatment of TU is helpful in both the-
ory and in practice. A more sensitive stipulation and
re-working of how we communicate or manage com-
munication about TU through collaborative transfer net-
works (Galdini, 2020) or policy publications (Patti &
Polyak, 2015) could also be starting points for future
learning and application. Since these are informed by
scholarship, they offer comparatively direct opportuni-
ties for scholars to exercise their insights into policy
and practice.

6. Conclusions

Here, I presented a research about research explication
of how scholars communicate the TU discourse through
a socio-semiotic framework. This contribution makes
use of the Semiotic Triangle and its mechanisms (ref-
erent, signifier, and signified) to explain the transfunc-
tionalization of TU signifieds that are represented in
scholarly literature. Bibliometric methods support these
analytical findings. These firstly, delineate how TU and
new symbols embodied by keywords such as ‘Temporary
Urbanism’ and ‘Tactical Urbanism’ are traced in keyword
growth, as well as thematic and historical citation devel-
opments. Secondly, these also explain theoretically how
urban scholarship is unfurling a Temporary Turn by repre-
senting and producing meaning for temporary practices
through keyword symbols.We can discern these through
different constellations of referent, signifier and signi-
fied. These advance multiple and dynamic signification
processes that transfunctionalize TU as symbolic myths.
Many of which repeat neoliberal undertones sourced
from the functional signs we observe in practice. By illu-
minating the manners in which we communicate TU
in scholarship and reproduce qualities from practice,
I encourage urban scholars to ponder how we collec-
tively produce space and symbols while engaging in an
emerging Temporary Turn. The insights here can impact
how we communicate about TU in scholarship, but also
shine light on opportunities through semiotic processes
to consciously and meaningfully advance TU. We can
continue to engender specific socioeconomic agendas in
scholarly discourse while confusing with symbolic varia-
tions. We also have the choice to more carefully attend
to how we frame, abstract, and refract TU. Whether this
is through greater criticality, inclusivity or objectivity—
the degree to which we control and communicate TU or
a Temporary Turn is our design.
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